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Planning Ahead:
An Interview with Michelle Nance, AICP
Michelle Nance currently serves as the President of the North Chapter of 
the American Planning Association.  Carolina Planning (CP) interviewed 
Ms. Nance about her role as NCAPA president, her views on the present-day 
and future challenges facing planners in North Carolina, and how NCAPA 
can help address them.
CP:  What present-day planning issue are you the 
most excited about, interested in, or challenged by?
Although not an original idea, new mixed-use devel-
opments are now making their way into smaller, less 
urban North Carolina communities.  While not a cure-
all, these types of developments are offering an alterna-
tive to the single-use residential subdivisions that have 
been the dominant model for many years.  The benefits 
of mixed-use developments are many, but mostly I ap-
preciate their ability to create a sense of place through 
increased emphasis on building form, rather than use. 
These developments provide services near people’s 
homes, something that is especially important to our 
aging population.  They also encourage alternate modes 
of transportation—other than the private automobile—
through extensive sidewalk and trail systems that con-
nect destinations within the community.  If services are 
provided less than a half mile from residential devel-
opment, some residents will choose to walk instead of 
drive, giving them an opportunity to stretch their legs 
and meet their neighbors along the way. 
CP:  Looking into the future, what do you see as the 
most important issue facing practicing planners in 
the next fifty years?
As North Carolina becomes more urban and as highway 
construction fails to meet the transportation demands 
of our growing population, I believe the transportation/
land use connection will become more important than 
ever.  Future transit corridors need to be identified, even 
though transit implementation may be 30 years in the 
future.  Higher density, mixed-use, residential develop-
ment along these corridors will be crucial to providing 
a sufficient population base to make future transit finan-
cially feasible.  In order to make this happen, planners 
and the development community must work together 
to reduce the negative connotation of “density” by de-
manding and building better design.  This may require 
substantial changes to our zoning codes, including a 
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move towards a form-based code rather than the clas-
sic Euclidian zoning that most communities have today. 
Even if a community never implements high speed bus 
or rail, this type of development form takes advantage 
of existing infrastructure and creates a compact, mixed-
use environment and a sense of place.
CP:  What are the current emerging technologies 
that will help planners throughout the state?
I love technology and the improvements it has made to 
our lives, both at home and at work.  In the coming years, 
I predict that more agencies will provide information on 
the Internet, which will aid in decision making; Geo-
graphic Information Systems (GIS) will progress to al-
low detailed analyses of land use scenarios; and citizen 
participation will be enhanced through online dialogues 
and real time polling.  No matter how much technol-
ogy advances, however, the central tenant of planning 
will always stay the same.  The answer to the question, 
“what is best for the public interest?” will require plan-
ners to understand their communities, engage citizens 
in the planning process, provide guidance to the devel-
opment community, and present innovative alternatives 
to planning and governing boards.  These tasks can be 
aided—but not replaced—by emerging technologies.
CP:  The Chapter recently completed a process of 
developing a new legislative agenda. What are the 
most pressing legislative issues facing the planning 
profession?
In the long term, I believe that the lack of a statewide 
program for growth management will be detrimental to 
our communities.  Currently, we do not have clear state 
authorization for many of the land use management 
tools that communities need to address local growth is-
sues.  All North Carolina communities are not the same. 
We desperately need a “growth strategies toolbox” that 
will provide both fast- and slow-growing communities 
the options they need to implement local strategies to 
address local land use issues.  
CP:  On what planning-related issue in North Caro-
lina do you think NCAPA can have the biggest im-
pact?
City planning has roots in public health, and we are 
seeing that it is time once again to focus our attention 
on healthy communities.  Alarming trends in obesity, 
childhood onset of type-II diabetes, heart disease, and 
other stress-related diseases are well documented and 
affect every citizen directly or indirectly through medi-
cal and insurance costs.  This broad impact provides op-
portunities for collaboration with many partners in the 
public health and medical communities, hopefully cre-
ating a larger groundswell of support for action.  Plan-
ners have a direct impact on the built environment and 
can create communities that support healthier choices. 
By working with our partners and educating city and 
county officials and the public about the connections 
between health and local planning decisions, I believe 
we can successfully promote active living and make a 
difference in people’s lives.
CP:  What do you see as the biggest challenge for 
NCAPA in the next fifty years?  How would you like 
NCAPA to address it?
Looking inward, the biggest challenge for NCAPA in 
the next several decades will be developing leadership, 
both for the Chapter and the profession.  We have had 
a great tradition of leaders, such as Jack Kiser, AICP, 
Dick Hails, AICP, Sue Schwartz, FAICP, Carol Rhea, 
AICP, and others that have served as NCAPA leaders 
and served on national APA boards and commissions, 
developing policies, and impacting the growth and di-
rection of the profession.  We have also had long-time 
planning directors that have shaped North Carolina’s 
communities into what they are today.  With many plan-
ners reaching retirement age in the next five to ten years, 
it is important for the mid-career planners to rise to the 
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challenges facing us and begin fostering leadership in 
young planners.  To keep the Chapter strong, we have 
to make it easier and more enticing to be involved in 
Chapter activities, by doing a better job of advertising 
where volunteers are needed and allowing AICP plan-
ners to count a small portion of their volunteer work 
towards Certification Maintenance credits.
Externally, our profession needs to have a bigger voice. 
People in communities all across the state face chal-
lenges of increased growth, lagging infrastructure, and 
the loss of open space.  People are pretty familiar with 
these issues, but they do not necessarily see them as 
related to the planning profession.  We need to do a bet-
ter job of explaining who we are and how we can help 
communities make decisions about their future.
CP:  During your tenure as the Chapter President, 
what NCAPA accomplishments have you been most 
proud of or excited about?
There are several initiatives that I am particularly excit-
ed about, including the work of the Ethnic and Cultural 
Diversity Committee and the NCAPA mentor program. 
Both of these initiatives have underlying goals of grow-
ing and diversifying the profession.
The Ethnic and Cultural Diversity Committee was cre-
ated in 2006 to increase diversity in the planning profes-
sion and to raise awareness about minority issues.  This 
group held a Diversity Summit during the NC Planning 
Conference, hosted a national APA Planner in the Black 
Community conference in Greenville, NC, hosted a di-
versity breakfast at North Carolina Central University, 
received funding from APA for a Chapter brochure to 
be used in student recruitment, and is in the process of 
creating a minority scholarship fund.
The NCAPA mentoring program began under the lead-
ership of Bill Duston, AICP, and has been implemented 
during my term as president.  Over the past two years, 
over 40 practicing planners participated in five panel 
sessions that took place at UNC-Chapel Hill, Appala-
chian State University, and East Carolina University. 
Partnering with the universities and providing outreach 
to students is an important Chapter activity that will 
hopefully continue in the future.
During my tenure, the Executive Committee made a 
commitment to bring the organization into the twenty-
first century by updating its bylaws and election pro-
cess, revamping the Chapter’s webpage, developing a 
new NCAPA logo, creating the NCAPA sections, and 
moving towards an electronic newsletter.  While these 
activities are ongoing, I believe they will have a posi-
tive impact on the organization for years to come.
CP:  Michelle, thank you for your time and leader-
ship.
